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3

Problems Encountered With the Readability
of Social Studies Books
Introduction
Readability of social studies texts has been and continues to
be a concern of teachers when choosing a new series to use in the
school.

Peters (1977) feels that too much emphasis is placed on

readability level while there are other equally important
variables that need to be considered.

Teachers using readability

formulas have come away feeling dissatisfied, as there are always
students who should be able to read the book but cannot or ones
who should not be able to read the book but can according to the
formulas used (Standal, 1978).

Obtaining the readability of a

given text is quick and easy but it diagnoses the text rather
than the student, as it gives the grade level of the text not
the reading level of the student (Hansell, 1981).
Statement of the Problem
The difficulty students have encountered in reading social
studies books has been a concern of educators for many years.
Each time an evaluation of social studies texts is made, one
of the main concerns of a committee is the readability level.
Understanding the readability of the text means more than just
the grade level designation.
The purpose of this study is to determine if readability
formulas can give a true picture of the social studies text.
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There are many important items to consider concerning readability.
Bradley, Ames, and Mitchell (1980) feel that when selecting a
text, teachers need to examine the variation as well as the
average readability.

Students will obviously have more trouble

with certain sections of a given text than with others.

The more

difficult parts will not necessarily appear at the end of the
text but can be found anywhere.

Therefore, teachers should be

alert to such sections and provide guidance and assistance.
Social studies texts need to have variation in readability
which will allow students of varying degrees of ability to read
and understand the text.

Textbook writers can and should provide

books that are organized so there is variation in readability
within each chapter of a book.

The reader's understanding of a

fairly easy section of the chapter should not be dependent upon
the understanding of a more difficult previous section.

In this

manner teachers could provide students of different reading
capabilities with an understanding of the same material within
the same text.
Procedures Used in Obtaining Research Literature
Journal articles regarding various areas of readability
were reviewed.

To obtain the journal articles, the University

of Northern Iowa Library was used.

The Iowa Network for

Obtaining Resource Materials for Schools (Informs) was utilized
through facilities of Area Education Agency Seven.

These
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materials were obtained at the Drake University Library.

After

obtaining the materials and reviewing them, a further search
for related information was conducted from the bibliographies
of previous reports.

This information was then organized into

the following major areas of the problem:

Historical

Background of Readability, Factors Affecting the Readability
Level, Teacher Tips/Teacher Strategies for the Social Studies
Text.
Historical Background of Readability
Evidence of research done in the 1930's and 1940's
showed that readability was a major concern of educators then,
just as it is now.

Lorge (1939) stated that if the readability

could be evaluated adequately, two major issues must be
considered.

One is the comprehensibility of the written

material and the other is the nature of the difficulty of the
written material.

When considering the readability of written

material, according to the Lorge formula, the variables of
internal structure to be considered are the number of uncommon
words, number of different words, the number of simple
sentences and their average length, and the number of
prepositional phrases and personal pronouns (Dale and Chall,
1948; Lorge, 1939).
According to Fry (1987), the first readability formula used
was perhaps the one reported by Lively and Pressey in 1923.
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William S. Gray, who was the first president of the International
Reading Association, published a book on readability in 1935.
Since that time, over one thousand articles have been published.
By 1943, Rudolf Flesh developed a readability formula which
used three factors:

average sentence length, number of personal

references, and number of prefixes and suffixes.

The Flesh

formula was considered fairly adequate except when counting
affixes and personal references.

Affixes were confusing,

especially when more than one person was counting, as the count
could vary according to what the evaluator felt were affixes.
If a count was made of the affixes by using a dictionary, it
became very time consuming.
Personal references were found to be a poor predictor of
the readability of texts.

Common names were easy to understand

while other names such as those of inventors or government leaders
were more difficult (Dale and Chall, 1948).
The McCall-Crabbs test used questions at the end of passages
as a means of assessing difficulty.

This measure found the

comprehensibility throughout the passages (Dale and Chall, 1948;
Lorge, 1939).
According to Dale and Chall (1948), writing for a readability
formula must be done with caution since a formula is a statistical
device.

Longer sentences are not always more difficult as the

shorter ones can be harder to comprehend, therefore making the
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readability assumptions inaccurate.

The greater the number of

unfamiliar words used, the more likely it is that the material
will be difficult to understand.

Familiar words, however, are

sometimes used in a symbolic sense which also makes the material
more difficult.
two factors.

Readability formulas are not sensitive to these

Assumptions about students' perceptions from the

material are framed in questions which may be themselves,
meaningless to students.

Lorge (1939) stated that reading

difficulty is not an easy criterion to define especially since
there is still lack of agreement as to what kind of reading
should be evaluated for children and adults.
The Fry Readability Graph, which was in use in other countries
before becoming popular in the United States, is fairly simple
in comparison to other early formulas.

Fry (1968) stated that

the formula involves only about two printed pages, while others
either require analysis of several pages or utilization of
expensive gadgets.

Three one-hundred-word passages are selected

from different areas of the book, skipping all proper nouns.
Then the number of sentences in each passage is counted and the
three numbers are averaged.

The syllables in each passage

are counted and the total number for the three samples is
averaged,

The two averages are plotted on the graph.

This

process enables one to determine the approximate grade level.
According to McLaughlin (1969) the new Simple Measure of
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Gobbledygook (SMOG) Grading was much simpler and more valid than
previous readability formulas.

When using the SMOG grading

count, ten consecutive sentences at the beginning, middle, and
end of a book were chosen.

Using the thirty selected sentences,

every word of three or more syllables was counted.

The square

root of the number of polysyllabic words that were counted was
estimated.

Three was added to the square root thus resulting

in the reading grade that a person must have reached if the
text was to be fully understood.
According to Glazer (1974), for many years researchers used
sentence length and word count for predicting the reading.
comprehension of books.

After 1950, they began to consider new

ways to match materials with children.

In 1962, Strickland

suggested that language complexity may not be a function of
sentence length, but oral language patterns may need to be
considered.

More recent studies have found that many different

language elements need to be considered when calculating the
readability of books.
Irwin and Davis (1980) stated that a major shortcoming of
readability formulas is that there are many critical factors
which have not been considered.

The formulas are not able to

match the concept background of the reader and the way concepts
are presented.
materials.

They cannot measure the motivational aspect of

The "learnability" of texts is as.important as the
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"understandability."

Learnability refers to "how well the

information is remembered as well as how well it is understood"
(Irwin and Davis, p. 126).

Understandability is defined as the

"relationship between the text and the student's conceptual and
experiential backgrounds" (Irwin and Davis, p. 125).
According to Irwin and Davis (1980), a readability checklist
will provide a more accurate analysis of reading materials than
readability formulas.
parts:

The checklist is divided into several

the understandability, learnability, reinforcement, and

motivation which are rated by the teacher on a 5 (excellent) to
1 (unacceptable) scale.

The checklist will also help the teacher

to plan for use of retention materials when needed.
Fitzgerald (1981) questions the validity of readability
formulas when using selected samples from atext. She contends
there are three things which need further consideration:
(1) whether a limited number of samples compares well with what
could be achieved by sampling the whole text; (2) if it makes a
difference which sections are selected; and (3) the number of
sections needed for an accurate sample.

Much of the research by

Fitzgerald supported using multiple passages to check the
readability of books, rather than a few.

This was believed to

improve the chance of accurate measurement.
Summary
Since the early 1900's up to the present day, there is
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evidence of a concern for the readability of textbooks.
variety of readability formulas has been developed.
commonly used formulas are the Flesh, Fry, and SMOG.

A

The most
Each

formula uses a little different approach for determining a
textbook's readability.

In addition to readability formulas,

researchers state that readability checklists can provide a more
accurate analysis of reading materials.

When determining textbook

selection, both options, readability formulas and checklists
should be utilized.
Factors Affecting Readability Level
When reviewing texts, it is important to remember that the
writer is not familiar with the student's motivational level,
interest, or prior experiences.

The formulas should be used as

guides or general indicators of the difficulty of the text
(Standal, 1978, 1981).

Teachers need to be aware of the types

of experiences and interests of their particular students.
Readability formulas do not reflect these factors which are
powerful predictors of student readability levels.
Readability formulas are measured by word frequency counts
and sentence length.

This has been common practice ever since

readability formulas were first designed and is still true today.
It has been found that higher frequency words aid comprehension
and lower frequency words will hinder comprehension.

Also, long

sentences add to the difficulty of reading material, while simple
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sentences are easier to understand.

However, when students are

answering a cause-effect type of question, it was found that even
when the readability was more difficult, the complex sentences
were more valuable for the students (Standal, 1978).
Readability formulas provide no variables concerning the
level of abstraction, complexity of concepts, figurative and
poetic language, multiple meanings, cognitive strategies, language
problems, technical and scientific vocabulary, and inadequate
auditory and visual perception (Peters, 1977; Standal, 1981).
The grade taught and what specific areas of study are being
encouraged at each grade level will make a difference on the
degree of difficulty in the reading material.
According to Standal (1981), content materials are designed
to communicate difficult topics.

Rather than rewrite the text,

it has been recommended that readability formulas be modified
by deciding which words are new to the students and teaching
them as vocabulary.

By using certain words as vocabulary, they

then will be counted as one syllable words, making the readability
of a text three or four grade levels easier.

This modification

does two things: alerts the teacher to those words that may not be
known to the students and makes allowance for a measure of
readability mediated by vocabulary instruction.

This writer has

noted that social studies texts are not meant to be read like a
story book.

There is a variety of concepts that need a lot of
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background information and guidance from the teacher.

Not all

students are able to grasp the concepts on their own.

A variety

.of manipulatives for hands-on experiences are needed to help
understand certain areas of study.
Peters (1977) stated that there is no easy way to evaluate
the readability of a textbook.

He reported that too much emphasis

is placed on the readability in comparison with the other
important variables of the text.

The variables that need to be

considered are the questioning strategies, concepts, and other
materials that have been added as resources.

Many times,

difficult vocabulary is necessary to communicate higher level
concepts and generalizations (Patton, 1980).

Even though

readability formulas are not completely accurate, Standal (1981)
suggested that they should not be disregarded, as they will still
provide a general idea of the difficulty of the material.

This

researcher reviewed readability formulas and found them to
indicate a wide variety of grade levels for a particular book.
However, these levels gave a general idea concerning what may be
appropriate for students.
According to Peters (1977), concepts are considered to be
very important as a part of the social studies program; but when
checking for readability, the method used to present concepts is
not considered.

It has been found that textbooks present

insufficient information by not providing details, examples, or
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insights which the students need to develop concepts.

This

format will cause children to formulate over generalizations.
There are three things to consider when checking the concepts:
(1) how clearly they are defined; (2) whether or not they are
placed in subordinate-coordinate-subordinate relationship to
the other concepts; and (3) whether examples as well as nonexamples are used with definitions.

All of these points may seem

unrealistic, but they are features teachers need to check when
evaluating the text.
The organization of the concepts presented will also affect
how children perceive and understand them.

Research has found

that students learn best when the information is presented in
the form of relationships, rather than in alphabetical order or
in a sequential order (Peters, 1977).
The questioning strategy is also a major factor to consider
when looking at textbooks.

Teachers want the students to

become critical readers, so a book must include literal
recognition or recall, inference, evaluation, and appreciation
comprehension (Peters, 1977).
The aids provided with the text should be evaluated
concerning ease of interpretation and relevance.

The aids are

extremely important for students who find the text too difficult
to read, as they will provide them with visual materials
(Peters, 1977).
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Peters (1977) reported that the relationship between major
and minor subheads needs to be organized and easy to understand.
Structuring the text with a good introduction and summary are
very important for students who have difficulty understanding
printed material.
Maxwell (1978) explained that we should be careful in making
changes in textbook material.

Environmental, social, economic,

and political issues which face our country and on which our
citizens are voting are not literal, straight forward, or basic.
Students need to learn how to think critically concerning complex
problem~ so they will be able to solve the problems using logical
processes.

According to Patton (1980), it is of equal importance

to have some difficult vocabulary for student~ so they can
communicate on a higher level than before.

Perhaps we need to

expect more reading of difficult and intellectually challenging
work to be done by students.
Patton (1980) stated that social studies texts have been
written for the children of average reading ability.

Many

children do not develop and others who have the ability have
failed to develop important skills of reading.

The reading skills

which students lack will prevent them from using the social
studies texts effectively.

Since the range of reading abilities

is greater as the children get older, the texts will become more
difficult for them.

As the children go to higher grades, more
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independent reading of the text is expected.

These two factors

make the reading problem of the texts more difficul 4 and they
become obvious to educators.
Authors and publishers have been very aware of the
readability problems encountered.

They have improved the text

by providing supplementary materials, text illustrations, and
better maps and diagrams.

Textbooks have been designed and

published for our less able readers.

Even with the easier texts,

the readability problem cannot be completely solved.

If texts

are made easy enough for all students, then they will be too
easy for students of higher reading ability (Patton, 1980).
Teachers need to be aware of any difficulty students have
in reading the text, as frustrations will cause them to dislike
social studies and have negative learning.

Students may lose

faith in their own abilities to learn, making them dishonest
by cheating or copying from others (Patton, 1980).
When considering the readability of social studies, there
are several complex and interrelated problems which need to be
examined.

These problems are encountered by the students when

using the social studies books.

The children may not have the

necessary reading and writing vocabulary which will make it
necessary for the teacher to introduce and explain the new words
in the context.

Perhaps having the students keep a vocabulary

file to refer.to when they encounter these words would be
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helpful.

Also, students may have difficulty with understanding

questions and with being able to put the ideas in their own words.
This problem can also relate to how difficult the reading is for
them (Patton, 1980).
Other readability problems may reflect on the fact that
students have not been taught some of the necessary skills of
reading.

Quite often problems will occur if students have not

been taught to read tables, map and chart keys, map symbols and
scales.

Other problems to consider are the proper use of

glossaries, table of contents, and indexes.

Some students will

have difficulty in skimming for important points, and some are not
able to concentrate on their reading which causes them to be
distracted easily.

All of these problems contribute to difficulty

with comprehending social studies material (Patton, 1980).
Anderson (1965) discussed the "Cloze" readability procedure
which can be used quickly and easily.

Words are left out from a

passage and the students are asked to complete it.

This is not

considered to be a formula, since formulas do not use the reader
as a part of its procedure.

This only provides a way to measure

the gain students make in gathering information from the
content.

It was concluded that the "Cloze" procedure proved to

account for all of the factors which interact and contribute to
how easy or difficult the text is.

It has been proven that this

technique is versatile as it can be used for all levels.

The
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"Cloze" procedure can be applied to oral as well as written
materials.
The "Cloze" procedure is easy to use.

Choose at random

pages from each of the books to be checked, being sure to include
the same number as you would when using the readability formulas.
Use whole sentences from a passage of at least thirty words.

As

these sentences are typed, you will delete words in some random
order.

Then give these to the students to complete by filling in

the missing words.

The books used can be compared by the scores

received on the passages.

This will indicate the difficulty of

the texts (Anderson, 1965).

Bowman (1981) explained that

students receiving a score of fifty per cent or better find
success using the text.

He further explained that students

receiving a score between thirty and fifty per cent would
probably need some instruction before reading the text, while
students scoring below thirty per cent would probably not be able
to use the book.
Another method used other than the traditional methods was
a test for difficulty.

Students were given a criterion test to

determine how well they could read the book.

The results were

plotted in relation to the success students have according to
their reading age.

This gave them a reading age for each book.

This is another way to determine the readability (Anderson, 1965).
Anderson (1965) reported that the above techniques are
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different than the readability formulas normally used, as they
involve the reader.

These methods are both time consuming, but

a teacher needs to consider whose time is most important, the
time of one person, the teacher, or a little time by many, the
students.

If the factors of the material within the text and

the characteristics of the readers are important as a part of
the readability, these instruments have proved to be powerful
measures.

This researcher sees these measures as being valuable,

but agrees they are time consuming and will hinder the time on
task the students have available.

These measures definitely

should be considered for texts when they are being used or
looked at for adoption.
According to Amiran and Jones (1982), the readability of
the structure of a text has taken on a new definition with
regards to the three textual variables:

structure, texture, and

the informational density of the text.

These three variables of

a text are found to be crucial when looking at the readability
of the text.

They are closely related in the texts, but each

exists as a separate dimension in which one may vary and the
others remain constant.

These three variables are closely related

to the comprehension of the students.
The structure of the text has been investigated in the last
decade in an attempt to understand the way memory works.
Researchers have divided the structure into the narrative and
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the expository.

The textual structures basically are the skeleton

or outline of the text.

The material of the text is what

readability indexes are attempting to assess.

These are not

satisfactory as educators are not evaluating the comprehension,
just the vocabulary.

The readability will depend on how much

inferencing is expected from the students.

Other concerns of a

text may be that it has an inexplicit texture as well as the
amount of information it imparts.

Inexplicit texture is defined

as "the number of 'holes' between its propositions" (Amiran and
Jones, p. 14, 1982).
Amiran and Jones (1982) stated that the narrative structure
is easier to follow than the expository text.

The expository

and persuasive textual structures are not well defined and
therefore they are more complicated to understand.

Experiments

have proven that the expository text is harder to read and to
understand in terms of re~alling what was read.
Texture, according to Amiran and Jones (1982), is also a
very important part of readability, but this part of the
research has only begun.

Normal texture is defined as the

normal condition of the text and defective texture refers to the
condition of the text that is poorly written.

Both normal

conditions of the text as well as the ones that are poorly
written are being studied.

In a normal text, many of the

components such as multiple meaning expressions and the meanings
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of homographs are inferred.

When a text is poorly written, pronouns

are not clearly identified by an antecedent.

Many words may be

misused, therefore making the meaning of the sentence unclear.

The

more clues in a text and the closer together they are, the easier
it is to read (Amiran and Jones, 1982).
Depending on what amount of explicit information is required
to be remembered from previous reading, the density of the content
will vary.

Often in history books. previously read pages needed

to be remembered to relate to later passages in the book.

A

dense text can be remembered, but frequently the readers will
have to refer back to pages that have diagrams or charts in order
to understand the statements they are reading.

Textual density

interacts with structure and texture (Amiran and Jones, 1982).
Amiran and Jones (1982) feel that comprehension as a process
interacts between the reader and the text.

The most important

variables for the reader are world knowledge and learning
strategies.

The text will be readable depending on the

variables of its structure, texture, and density.

The variables

of the student as well as the variables of the text constantly
interact, therefore affecting the readability of the text.
Amiran and Jones (1982) predict that narratives, which are
simple, are easier for children to understand than the simple
persuasive texts.

Simple persuasive texts likewise will be

more easily understood than simple expository texts.

When
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structures in a text are repeated clearly, this makes
comprehension easier than when they are in mixed order.

It is

felt that the poorest readers can improve in comprehension of
texts if the density and texture are kept constant and they use
the structure of the text information asa partof the strategy
instruction.
Amiran and Jones (1982) truly believe it is possible to
develop readability formulas to specifically measure the three
areas of the text.

The readability index they have proposed

will be complex but be easier to implement than some we now use.
A true readability index could identify what should be taught as
well as which texts should be used and what should follow.
Summary
In summary, many factors affect readability scales in
addition to the formulas used.

The students' motivation, interest,

and prior experiences have an effect on their ability to understand the text.

Other concerns that the educator needs to focus

on are the students' reference and study skills.

These factors

need to be considered when evaluating social studies textbooks
prior to recommendation for adoption.
Teacher Tips/Teaching Strategies for the Social Studies Text
After finding the reading difficulty of the social studies
text, there are several things educators can do to make it more
understandable for the students.

These will depend on the
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classroom organization, the resources available, the teacher's
style of teaching, the flexibility and creativity of the teacher
and the learning style of the student.

Ames and Bradley (1981)

stated "In any case, a social studies teacher should be alert
to readability variation in a textbook.

Only then can the

appropriate instructional adjustments be made." (p.81)
Taping the material from the text and providing headphones
for the students to listen to the printed material, frees the
students from having to try to figure out an unknown word
(Patton, 1980).

This has been very valuable for my students

with reading difficulties.
Students can help each other in reading and understanding
the text material.

A more capable reader can read to the less

able reader, letting the latter sum up what was read.
make both students feel good about themselves.
team work.

This can

There can be

Questions and illustrations can be discussed

(Patton, 1980).
Teaching children to pick out key words and key names from
the titles or headings will help them understand what is important.
Then they will read just enough so they are able to describe that
word or words (Patton, 1980).
Teachers can help low reading ability children by cutting
pictures from old textbooks as well as other resources, so they
can relate them to maps, illustrations, or other areas of the
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text.

The pictures can be used for unit scrapbooks, bulletin

boards, or learning centers.

The students use these illustrations

for sequencing the pictures with the text.

This visual

paraphrasing will help the students remember the material in a
more meaningful way (Patton, 1980).
Textbook learning centers can be developed where several
groups of children are responsible for making learning experiences
for the different sections of a chapter.

After they have

developed the centers, individuals will work ~hrough them.
Depending on the content and focus of the text, there is a
variety of ways they can be set up.

One way would be to have

each group do one or more subheadings from the text.
make a set of pictures with questions about each one.

They might
They could

be asked to sequence events or use maps for showing products and
elevation.

They then compare the regions of the maps with the

products or elevation.

Time lines would help the students

comprehend sequences described in the text.

Another way for

setting up the centers would be to have them task oriented.

One

center could be set up on visualizing the vocabulary, another for
map reading, and another on time concepts.

Regardless of the

structure of the centers, the tasks need to be very specific and
in detail, at least until the students become independent (Patton,
1980).
According to Dreyer (1984) there are several things a teacher
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can do to aid comprehension:

(1) provide a preview of the material

by finding out what students already know and build a background;
(2) have an ongoing review of the material by using study guides;
and (3) help the students understand as they read.
assistance in interpreting tables and graphs.

They need

The teacher may

also read difficult parts of the text aloud in class, and
introduce unfamiliar and specialized vocabulary before an independent reading lesson is assigned.
Cardinell (1976) reported that teachers can edit the reading
of the students by either substituting harder words with familiar
synonyms or by completely rewriting the article.

Teachers need

to be cautious in either case as the main idea can be completely
changed and sentences can become short and choppy.
According to Johnson and Vardian (1973), the teacher needs to
realize that in an average class, the chances are that half of the
students may have difficulty reading the text.
expected to read texts on their own.

Students cannot be

Teachers must be sure the

objectives are identified, the purpose of the assignment is clear,
new vocabulary is developed, and concern is shown for students by
providing different levels of material for their use.
Conclusion
There is no conclusive evidence that readability formulas
present a true picture of the appropriateness of a social studies
text.

There are many other dimensions that need to be considered
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when selecting textbooks.

The readability level, which is derived

from formulas, is only one means of evaluating the textbook.
According to Dreyer (1984), readability is not a quality property
of texts but is a result of the interaction of the reader and the
text.

Using the readability formulas can prove that there is a

wide range in grade levels within the same text.

Good judgement

is necessary to draw a conclusion about the textbook's
readability.
Students' interest and motivation are two key factors which
determine what they will or will not read with comprehension.
Neither of these factors can be measured by a readability formula.
In addition, the reading ability of the students needs to be
considered, as this may be a decisive factor for student
difficulties.

Teachers need to make their own assessments of

texts and should be more cautious about relying on the formula
scores which may discourage using materials not at the students'
level according to the readability formula.

The teacher's judge-

ment is the key component in addressing the use of readability
formulas as a main source of textbook selection.
Fitzgerald (1981) stated that:

"For teachers right now,

the implications are clear; use readability estimates with
extreme caution.

For researchers and publishers, they are equally

clear; we need to know more about how samples reflect a whole
text."

(p. 410)
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From a personal view as an educator for fifteen years, the
textbook is only a matrix of the content that one wishes to
introduce at a particular grade level.

When a particular text-

book is utilized in the classroom, the teacher's role has just
been initiated.

Activities that extend and supplement the

textbook are examples of what teaching means.

The textbook is

only one method that the teacher or facilitator utilizes in
striving toward a quality education for students.

Independent

research projects, resource people, field trips, learning
centers, bulletin boards, trade books, and films are teaching
strategies which allow the student to interact with the
printed material of the text.
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